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Suppose that a locomotive engine linked up to a train is standing at a railway station, and that it suddenly begins to move off. Suppose that the question is asked " why " it has moved. A great variety of answers, all equally true, might be given, and if we did not know the special interest of the inquirer, we should be altogether at a loss how to answer him. We may reply that it moved off because it was timed to go at that hour, or because the guard waved his flag, or because the last passenger had just got in, or because the signal had gone down, or because the engine-driver pulled a lever, or because a sudden pressure within the cylinder had forced forward the piston, or because the friction between the wheels and the lines exceeded the inertia to be overcome, or because some fault in the machinery which had hitherto prevented its moving had at length been remedied. Similarly, when the train stops at the next station, we may analyze the question " why " it stops. We may reply, to enable passengers to get out, or because the engine-driver pulled a lever, etc., etc. And in neither case should we know which of the numerous possible answers to give, unless we were acquainted with the motives of the questioner. Each of these answers names one of the antecedent conditions to the motion of the train, and we cannot know which particular antecedent condition will satisfy the question "why" unless we know something about the purpose with which the questioner is animated. If we had no such knowledge, it would be necessary, to cover all possibilities, to give a recital of the entire sura of antecedent conditions, and these would speedily be found to throw roots far back into the past, and to multiply further the more we followed them, exemplifying the truth that all things in the Universe are bound together by an indissoluble nexus, and that every event is the product, not of one or two single causes, but of the general distribution of matter and energy throughout the Universe at preceding periods of time.
The subject seems so important that I venture to cite one further example. Suppose the question asked is, " Why is